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entrelazan	 los	 destinos	 de	 seres	 humanos	 y	 no	 humanos,	 planteando	 profundas	 cuestiones	 éticas.	Esa	
invisibilidad	es	cuestionada	por	numerosos	artistas,	escritores,	cineastas	y	pensadores	que	presentan	 la	
cuestión	de	los	migrantes	en	el	centro	de	su	trabajo,	sugiriendo	que	la	única	respuesta	a	la	deshumanización	









on	 a	 raft.	 Corals	 and	 undersea	 organisms	 grow	 on	 their	 bodies,	 caught	 in	 the	 same	
territorial	suspension	of	a	motionless	journey	toward	an	undefined	future.	Not	far	from	
them,	more	human	bodies	are	braided	together,	circularly	heaped	as	 if	by	the	swirling	
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Titled	 The	 Raft	 of	 Lampedusa	 and	 Human	 Gyre,	 these	 powerfully	 ecopoetic	
compositions	are	two	underwater	sculptures	by	the	British	artist	Jason	deCaires	Taylor.	
Sites	 where	 political	 discourse	 and	 coral	 reef	 can	 grow	 together	 thanks	 to	 human	
creativity	and	non-toxic	materials,	deCaires	Taylor’s	creations	denounce	the	inhumanity	
of	global	migratory	politics	and	 the	drifting	practices	of	modernity.	As	we	read	on	 the	
artist’s	 website,	 “the	 underwater	 context	 allow[s]	 an	 atmosphere	 of	 otherworldly	
reflection.”	“Otherworldly”	is	a	powerful	word.	The	worlds	in	which	we	live,	in	fact,	are	
composite—they	are	other	to	one	another	and	in	themselves.	However,	if	otherness	is	a	




our	 aim	 is	 that	 of	 pointing	 to	 the	 directions,	 emerging	 topics,	 and	 potentialities	 for	
“otherworldly	reflection”	that	“thinking	with	the	Mediterranean”	(Chambers	and	Cariello)	
can	disclose	for	ecocriticism.	Like	deCaires	Taylor	with	his	artworks,	in	fact,	we	believe	
that	an	ecocritical	 immersion	 in	 the	Mediterranean	can	produce	a	 “sea	change”	 in	our	
perspectives	and	discourses,	prompting	representations	of	phenomena	and	natures	that	
challenge	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	 world’s	 coordinates	 (Verdicchio,	 “Migration,	
Environment,	Representation”).		
Conversant	 with	 “blue	 humanities”	 (Mentz,	 “Blue	 Cultural	 Studies”)	 and	 the	












major	 points:	 1.	 The	 ontological	 concept	 of	 hybridity,	 a	 multilayered	 and	 protracted	
métissage	of	natures,	climates,	biomes,	geopolitics,	languages,	and	cultural	traditions;	and	
2.	The	ethical	reframing	of	the	“other”—all	the	“others”	whose	bodies	are	exposed	to	the	






2	On	 the	questions	of	border,	 and	on	Lampedusa	as	an	 “iconic	 site	within	a	wider	geography	of	border	
control”	see	Mezzadra	and	Neilson,	“Lampedusa.”			
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discourse	was	the	necessity	to	also	debunk	romanticized	visions	inevitably	leading	to	new	
kinds	of	Orientalism	 (“Mediterraneanism”),	 and	 to	 reorient	 the	ecocritical	 imagination	
toward	 the	 amphibian	 mode	 of	 a	 “synecdoche”	 of	 land	 and	 sea	 (Westphal;	 Cassano),	
deconstructing	the	primate	of	terrestrial	discourse	(Mentz,	At	the	Bottom).		
Since	 the	 publication	 of	 that	 special	 issue,	 the	 conversation	 on	 Mediterranean	
ecocriticism,	especially	in	connection	with	Italian	Studies,	has	been	enriched	by	important	
contributions,	 such	 as	 those	 by	 Elena	 Past	 (“Mediterranean	 Ecocriticism,”	 Italian	
Ecocinema),	 Pasquale	 Verdicchio	 (“This	 Nostrum,”	 “Migration,	 Environment,	
Representation”),	and	Massimo	Lollini	(“The	Wisdom”).	Increasingly,	however,	the	issue	
of	migrations	has	taken	center	stage	in	this	horizon.3	By	definition	a	nodal	point	in	the	
ecology	 of	migrations	 across	 land	 and	 sea	 for	 both	 human	 and	nonhuman	beings,	 the	









environmental	 justice,	 postcolonial	 studies,	 elemental	 materialism,	 more-than-human	
biopolitics,	 trans-corporeality,	 and	 trans-locality,	 these	 issues	 demand	 to	 be	










the	 penguins	 in	 Manly,	 Australia	 (Oppermann	 4-5).	 The	 ecology	 of	 migrations,	
Oppermann	concluded,	is	about	“multispecies	communities”	which	depend	closely	on	the	
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well	as	 in	the	rest	of	 the	world.	Here,	 too,	 the	 fate	of	nonhumans	and	that	of	people	 is	
characterized	by	a	shared	invisibility—an	invisibility	that	often	involves	issues	related	to	





The	 Mediterranean’s	 ecosystems	 and	 geopolitical	 situation	 make	 it	 a	 dramatic	





who	 live	 trapped	within	 the	 borders	 of	 violence	 and	 control	 that	 define	 the	maps	 of	
migrations,	inside	and	beyond	the	Mediterranean.	At	the	same	time,	however,	the	hostility	
of	such	“necropolitics,”	and	the	tensions	over	mobility	and	border-crossing	derive	from	
the	 ways	 these	 “masses	 of	 dispossessed	 people,	 profoundly	 heterogeneous	 in	 their	
composition,	 heading	 towards	 Europe”	 (Mezzadra	 and	 Neilson,	 230)	 are	 seen	 and	
represented.	 Guilty	 of	 “challenging	 [Europe]	 to	 account	 for	 its	 imperial	 past”	 (230),	
migrants	 are	 located	 in	 a	 “geography	 of	 violence	 and	 abjection”	 (229).	 In	 this	 at	 once	
biopolitical	 and	 perceptual	 sphere,	 migrants	 are	 not	 only	 often	 de-humanized,	 as	 the	




Iain	 Chambers	 and	 Marta	 Cariello	 emphasize	 the	 importance	 of	 acknowledging	 that	
“Mediterranean	 migrations	 extend	 borders	 and	 border	 conflicts	 within	 Europe.	 The	
traces	of	 (national,	 institutional,	ethnic,	and	other	kinds	of)	 frontiers	 forcing	people	 to	
mass	migration	are	now	displaced	within	Europe,	where	they	are	more	visible	than	ever”	
(34;	our	translation).	Viewing	the	Mediterranean	in	this	manner,	via	the	perspective	of	
maps	 traced	 out	 by	 migrant	 routes,	 forces	 us	 to	 update	 our	 images	 of	 Europe’s	




to	 lack	 a	 modality	 for	 grasping	 migrating	 entities,	 individually	 or	 as	 part	 of	 a	 larger	
community	 of	 loosely	 related	 individuals.	 Again,	 our	 struggle	 is	 with	 modes	 of	
representation,	of	understanding	and	communicating	that	which	the	bodies	of	migrating	
beings	 suggest	 in	 their	 act	 of	 migration,	 but	 cannot	 themselves	 express.	 The	 stories	
conveyed	by	these	bodies	are	lost	in	the	nameless	data	of	deaths,	signposted	as	stains	on	
maps	 that	 identify	 the	 locations	 and	 numbers	 of	 migrants	 who	 have	 perished	 in	 the	
Mediterranean.		
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The	need	to	re-individualize	these	people,	while	at	the	same	time	stressing	their	
mutual	 belonging	 with	 the	 “otherworldly”	 marine	 environment,	 itself	 caught	 in	 the	
ecology	 of	 migrations,	 is	 at	 the	 core	 of	 the	 compositions	 by	 Jason	 deCaires	 Taylor	
described	at	the	beginning	of	this	article.	The	migrant	other	in	his	artworks	is	not	only	a	
necessary	interlocutor.	He	or	she	also	has	a	face:	a	singular,	recognizable	individuality.	
Building	 a	 bridge	 between	 Emmanuel	 Levinas’	 ethics	 and	 contemporary	 biopolitics,	
deCaires	 Taylor	 invites	 us	 to	 behold	 “le	 visage	 d’autrui”	 as	 an	 embodied,	 specific,	 and	





but	 denotes	 the	 concreteness	 of	 these	 presences,	 which	 are	 at	 the	 same	 time	 unique	
beings	and	universal	symbols.	
Another	 meaningful	 ethical-artistic	 response	 to	 this	 challenge	 is	 Asmat,	 by	





commemoration	 (Verdicchio	 2018).	 Yimer’s	 film	 emphasizes	 the	 invisibility	 of	 people	
whose	 deaths	 seem	 only	 a	 momentary	 distraction,	 a	 soon	 forgotten	 addition	 to	 the	
statistics,	within	the	swirl	of	world	events.	The	drowned	become	part	of	a	submerged	and	
unknown	mass	that	slides	out	of	our	collective	consciousness,	sometimes	even	displaced	
by	 other	 refugee	 crises	 deemed	 more	 important	 according	 to	 national	 interests	 and	
international	relationships.	Hardly	ever	spoken	of	outside	of	Europe,	the	Mediterranean	
migrations	from	the	African	continent	receded	even	further	when	the	world	turned	its	
attention	 to	a	Middle	Eastern	 influx	of	 refugees	 into	Northern	Europe.	The	hauntingly	





shipwrecks	 individual	 faces,	 Yimer’s	 assignation	 of	 names	 to	 unknowns	 who	 remain	
unseen	 requires	 us	 to	 shift	 toward	 a	 different	 sort	 of	 epistemology,	 one	 based	 on	 the	
acknowledgement	 and	 initiation	 of	 an	 unconventional	 relationship	 with	 the	 invisible.	
(Leaping	 to	 a	 nonhuman	 parallel,	 another	 filmic	 scene	 comes	 to	 mind:	 in	 Paolo	
Sorrentino’s	The	 Great	 Beauty	 (2014),	 “the	 Saint”	 (Giusi	Merli)—a	Mother	 Teresa-like	
nun—meets	a	group	of	migrating	flamingos	on	the	protagonist’s	rooftop	at	dawn.	After	a	
moment	of	mystical	 intimacy	with	 the	birds,	 she	 reveals	 that	 she	knows	 each	of	 their	
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In	 its	 shifts,	 rejections,	 abandonment	 of	 territories,	 and	 dangers	 of	 death,	 the	
parable	 of	 all	 these	 lives	 also	 suggests	 a	movement	 toward	 rarefaction	 and	extinction.	
While	 these	 words	 are	 usually	 reserved	 for	 nonhuman	 species	 only,	 they	 imply	 a	
similarity	of	fate	and	unrecognized	loss	in	this	situation.	While	we	might	understand	the	
first	term	as	the	diminishment	of	the	migrants’	status	as	humans	physically,	materially,	





















Author: Iovino, Serenella and Pasquale Verdicchio  Title: Naming the Unknown, Witnessing the Unseen: 
Mediterranean Ecocriticism and Modes of Representing Migrant Others 
 
©Ecozon@ 2020    ISSN 2171-9594                                                                                89                                





Translating	 individual	 faces	 and	 names	 into	 universal	 figures	 of	 loss,	 deCaires	
Taylor's	 sculptures	 and	 Dagmawi	 Yimer's	 Asmat	 are	 two	 examples	 of	 how	 art	 can	
transform	the	violence	suffered	by	single	people	 into	a	narrative	of	extinction.	As	with	
nonhuman	extinctions,	the	real	challenge	is	to	find	ways	to	visualize	the	magnitude	of	the	




“not	 ‘the	 past’	 and	 ‘the	 future’	 as	 abstract	 temporal	 horizons,	 but	 real	 embodied	
generations—ancestors	 and	 descendants—in	 rich	 but	 imperfect	 relationship	 of	
inheritance,	 nourishment,	 and	 care”	 (27-29).	 All	 these	 deaths—nonhuman	 as	 well	 as	
human—unmake	futures.		
Possible	 futures	materialize	 in	 the	 lives	 and	 predicaments	 of	 those	who	 arrive	
safely.	“Flight	ways”	emerge	from	the	migrants’	adaptive	capabilities	in	societies	that	see	
them	as	imposing	invaders,	forcing	them	to	abandon	their	most	intimate	cultural	traits,	
and	 expecting	 total	 assimilation.	 However,	 the	 legion	 of	 beings	 who	 perish	 on	 their	
migratory	journey	are	not	empty	spots	on	a	chart,	but	“a	veritable	garden	of	ghosts”	(Gan	







of	 which	 they	 are	 made	 up	 challenge	 the	 “necropolitics”	 of	 colonialisms	 and	 violent	
regimens,	 artists	 such	 as	 deCaires	 Taylor	 and	 Yimer	 invite	 us	 to	 “think	 with	 the	
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